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PROPOSED STERILIZATION OF CERTAIN MENTAL 
DEGENERATES 1 



ROBERT R. RENTOUL, M.D. 
Liverpool 



My chief reason for bringing forward this proposal in 1903 
was that I failed to see any other plan by which we could prevent 
the present large total of mental degenerates from begetting 
degenerates, and so handing on their degeneracy to their off- 
spring. A study of the Annual Lunacy Reports and the census 
returns present us with heart-breaking statistics. Thus, accord- 
ing to the English Lunacy Commissioners' Report, there were, 
on January 1, 1905, 119,829 officially certified insane, or 1 in 
every 285 of the population was insane. In 1896, 1 in 319 was 
insane. On the same day there were in Scotland 17,241 certified 
insane, and in Ireland 22,966. In Ireland there was 1 insane 
person to 178 of the population; in 185 1, 1 in 657. During the 
last fifty years the Irish population decreased by 31.9 per cent, 
while the insane rate increased by 198 per cent. A study of the 
statistics presented by the 1901 census of the United Kingdom 
shows that there were 484,507 mental degenerates, or 1 in 85 of 
the population. I think a more accurate proportion would be 
1 in 50. If we are to possess reliable statistics, I beg to suggest 
that there should be compulsory notification by physicians and 
others called in of every case of insanity, mental degeneracy, 
suicide, and attempted suicide to the Lunacy Commissioners. In 
no other way can reliable statistics be secured ; for it is to be noted 
that the number given by the census and by the Lunacy Com- 
missioners varies by some 23,000, and on one given day. 

The studies of Down, Beach, Tuke, Shuttleworth, Barr, and 
others show that there is a deeper depth than that of ordinary- 
lunacy. They have called attention, not to the idiot, imbecile, and 
lunatic, but to the "feeble-minded," "mentally backward," and 

*A paper read before the Section of Psychology, at the Annual Meeting of 
the British Medical Association, at Toronto, August, 1906. 
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"defective" child. It is calculated that in England at least I per 
I, OCX) of the population between the ages of five and fourteen is 
feeble-minded; that is, 88,346. Others have placed the total at 
105,000, of whom only one-third could be made self-supporting. 

I would ask you to emphasize the fact that these "defective" 
persons are the most dangerous citizens, and especially from the 
procreation standpoint. They are a "faked" class of humanity: 
"faked" by the "specializing physician," "faked" by the school- 
teacher, and "faked" by the tailor. But they mislead the public. 
The so-called education of "defectives" is one of the most difficult 
and most dangerous points with which we deal. With us it is 
not a question of curing their defect, because their defect is 
congenital, and it is more than misleading to speak of "schools" 
for these defectives. They cannot be schooled in the sense under- 
stood by the public. Physicians know that it is the slightly 
masked cases of infectious diseases which cause the widest-spread 
havoc. And so it is with this faked "defective" class, who present 
only the outward symptoms of sanity. Who of us would, how- 
ever, wish to be joined in marriage to such a defective, or to see 
our children marry? This is the test. These, and the many 
"borderland" cases — and among these I would include the 
markedly neurotic — drive one to the conclusion that we are 
compelled to adopt my proposal of sterilization. One cannot drive 
home with too much energy the fact that there is a wide difference 
between the medical and legal views as to what constitutes 
degeneracy. No doubt, those who are not legally insane, but in 
whom insanity is latent and only requires some shock or stimu- 
lant to bring it to the surface, do beget degenerate children. But 
the legal mind ignores this fact, and fails to recognize that 
national sanity and national well-being are of more importance 
than is the "liberty of the subject." when considered with the 
question of procreation by insane persons. With the lawyer 
"liberty of the subject" is here synonymous with liberty to breed 
lunatics and to curse the offspring with indelible blemishes. 

That insanity is on the increase few honest thinkers will 
question. The English Lunacy Commissioners, in their Annual 
Report, say: "No sustained advance has taken place in the 
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average recovery rate in the last thirty years." Dr. J. F. Smith 
says: "Anatomical research and neurological inferences tend to 
show that recovery from lunacy is not, and cannot be, complete." 
The English commissioners, in their Report, state that the num- 
ber of insane under their supervision has, for some time past, 
been steadily increasing at a greater rate than the growth of the 
population. Thus, the rate of increase of the population during 
1891 to 1901 was 12.2 per cent., while the insane community, 
known to the commissioners increased by 24.4 per cent. The 
Scottish commissioners report that since 1858 the number of 
insane under their care has increased by 190 per cent, and the 
population by only 52 per cent. 

WHAT DO I MEAN BY MY PROPOSAL TO STERILIZE CERTAIN- 
DEGENERATES ? 

I do not propose to remove the testes, or ovaries, and I object 
to the terms "mutilation," "castration," and "asexualization," 
as I do not propose to destroy either the primary or the second- 
ary sexual characters of either male or female, even when these 
are insane or mutilated by the gross errors of their progenitors. 
In the female I propose that part of the fallopian tubes be excised 
and ligatured — a simple operation. In the male degenerate I 
have proposed two operations: in one of these part of the vasa 
deferentia shall be excised and ligatured (vasectomy) ; in the 
other, a portion of the spermatic cords should be excised and 
ligatured (spermectomy). My reasons for so proposing are: 
Experiments upon animals have shown that when the vasa 
deferentia have been divided and ligatured, the testes do not 
atrophy, and there is sexual desire, sexual power, but no power 
to impregnate. This is the little operation which should be 
undertaken in what I term voluntary sterilization. In the other 
operation — spermectomy — the testes do neither, and there is no 
sexual desire, no sexual power, and no power to impregnate. 
This operation would come under my division of compulsory 
sterilization, and would apply to lunatics, epileptics, idiots, con- 
firmed criminals and inebriates, and habitual vagrants. Either 
operation should be undertaken at as early an age as is possible. 
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No surgeon should be allowed to operate without the written 
permission of the Lunacy Commissioners, nor should any 
surgeons operate unless specially licensed by the commissioners. 
A full annual report should be laid before Parliament. If any 
person operate without special authority and without the written 
consent of patients' parents or guardian; or if any person use a 
sterilized person for unlawful purpose; or if any sterilized person 
marry or join in marriage any sterilized person to any non- 
sterilized person without first notifying the fact to the latter, then 
a penalty of fifteen years' penal servitude should be imposed for 
each offense. At present in England all surgical operations are 
legally an "assault," and so consent must usually be obtained. 

I would here call attention to the experiments of Albers- 
Schonberg, which show that the action of the X-rays so alter the 
texture of the testes of rabbits and guinea pigs that, although 
these animals have sexual desire and sexual power, they have no 
power to impregnate. Such action would do away with the 
necessity of a surgical operation. 

HAS MY PROPOSAL SECURED SUPPORT? 

Dr. J. F. Smith (London) partly supports it. He suggests 
that where a woman becomes insane after confinement and kills 
her child she should be sterilized. But why wait until she kills 
her child? Also, that when insanity is due to alcohol or drugs, 
and the habitue commits a murder, such person should be steril- 
ized. But again, I ask, why wait until a sane person has been 
murdered, or until the degenerate has, perhaps, impregnated 
several other females? Dr. Barnardo — one who fully understood 
the degenerate side of life — wrote to me as follows : "Some step 
will have to be taken in the near future if we are to protect the 
nation from large additions of the most enfeebled, vicious, and 
degenerate type." He advocated enforced segregation, and 
sterilization for the few. Mr. Wells, author of Man in the 
Making, said: "It is in the sterilization of failures, and not in 
the selection of successes for breeding, that the possibility of 
improvement of the human stock lies." Dr. Lydson, of Chicago, 
in his work, Diseases of Society, strongly supports "asexualiza- 
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tion." Dr. Barr, in his book Mental Defectives, gives strong 
support. In 1905 the legislature of the state of Pennsylvania 
adopted a bill legalizing sterilization, but, unfortunately, the gov- 
ernor refused to sign it. Dr. Craddock, medical superintendent 
of the County of Gloucester Asylums (England), in his last 
Annual Report, says : "The sooner this day arrives [for legal- 
izing sterilization], the better for the welfare of the nation." It 
is encouraging, further, to state that many of those who gave 
evidence before the Royal Commission on the feeble-minded 
— now sitting in London, and to which I presented evidence — 
have supported this proposal to sterilize degenerates. Corre- 
spondence from Canada, America, and Australia show me that 
many — who did not wish to take a place in the fighting line — 
are in favor of a well-guarded system of sterilization. In an old 
country like England the pioneer thinker runs the grave risk of 
being denounced as a "crank," or a "disturber of the minds of 
the people." It is for this reason I have taken the opportunity 
of laying my proposal before the receptive minds of Canada and 
America. When I say that no less than ten — apparently respect- 
able^ — firms refused to publish my monograph on the Proposed 
Sterilization of Certain Degenerates? and severely lectured me 
for my audacity, you can understand in a small degree the risks 
run by advanced thinkers. 

WHAT ARE THE ALTERNATIVES TO STERILIZATION ? 

The first is the usual one of laissez faire — leave things alone 
to right themselves : a degenerate proposal, the product of degen- 
erate minds. 

The second is the murder of degenerates. This is another 
degenerate proposal. I contend that every human being has the 
right to live; that the law, "Thou shalt do no murder," is still 
in force; and that we must not resort to the methods of the 
savage and of Sparta. I would ask : Is there any practitioner so 
ill-begotten a cur as to take the job of a public murderer? God 
help our country if we make infanticide and murder a Christian 

2 Proposed Sterilisation of Certain Mental Degenerates (Walter Scott Pub- 
lishing Co., London). 2s. 
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law. To me, one of the saddest reflections upon our present 
Christianity, when I first wrote upon this subject, was the large 
number of persons who wrote to me suggesting the murder of 
degenerates. Murder by request will not solve the question of 
degeneracy. 

The third alternative is, the supplying of degenerates with 
the means to prevent conception. Is it likely that lunatics, idiots, 
epileptics, confirmed criminals, habitual inebriates, and footpads 
would use such methods ? 

The fourth alternative is lifelong incarceration. Such a plan 
would not effect a real cure, as, judging from existing conditions, 
many would be discharged as "cured" who were not cured. The 
Lunacy Commissioners always seem anxious to release the insane 
at the earliest possible moment. Their statistics relating to those 
who "recover" are a public laughing-stock, and constitute a 
grave public scandal. Of 10,285 insane persons discharged as 
"recovered" from the London County Council Asylums no less 
than 2,646 had to be readmitted within twelve months of their 
alleged "recovery." Again, Parliament is not likely — and 
rightly, too — to provide for the lifelong imprisonment of the 
high-grade degenerate and for mental defectives. With these 
the risk of begetting degenerate offspring is frequently accom- 
plished long before the physician can certify that the person is 
legally insane. My definition of a mental degenerate is: one 
that has the power of transmitting an incurable mental disease 
to the offspring. Further, few physicians, in putting forward 
lifelong incarceration, seem to have studied the taxpayer. In 
one year only over £18,000,000 were expended in the upkeep of 
degenerates in the United Kingdom, and, if all degenerates were 
immured, I have calculated that at least £50,000,000 annually 
would be required. Such a sum would cause a public revolt of 
the already overburdened taxpayers. 

My proposal has been made with the view of also protecting 
the liberty of the degenerates. They have a right to live, to 
enjoy life, and, if possible, to become useful workers. But 
they must be plainly told that they must not curse an offspring 
with insanity or degeneracy, or some foul mental stain. I plead 
on behalf of the unborn, of the infants and children of the 
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future — "the coming race" — and against our present Christian 
custom of stamping the unoffending child with a mental defect 
which will prevent it from being a useful citizen. What right 
have we to ruin absolutely the children's chances in life ? None 
whatever. 

The fifth alternative to sterilization is the encouraging of 
suicide. The number of suicides and of attempts at suicide is 
on the increase, and, further, the attempted suicide is showing 
a greater tendency to murder his children before ending his or 
her own life. About 25 per cent, of those admitted into asylums 
in England have a strong suicidal desire. In the United King- 
dom during 1902 there were 3,829 suicides. If this number has 
occurred during the last twenty years, this would give a total 
of 76,580. But the statistics are grossly misleading, as they 
do not include attempted suicide, or the 6,205 who died from 
"drowning," (?) "poison," (?) "suffocation," (?) and "not 
certified" by physician or coroner. I would estimate the number 
of suicides in the United Kingdom at 13,000 yearly. The total 
number, however, will never be known until we have compulsory 
notification to the Lunacy Commissioners of all suicides and 
attempted suicide. An increase of suicide cannot, however, be 
looked to as a means of eradicating degenerates; for if today 
every insane person suicided, and we refused to attack the causes 
of degeneracy, there would still be as great a number of 
degenerates as now existing. 

The sixth alternative to sterilization is forced abortion. 
Criminal abortion is now very prevalent among Christian com- 
munities, and it would be dangerous to extend its scope. I 
regret to find that Clouston, in his work Mental Diseases, recom- 
mends that abortion be resorted to when marked insanity comes 
on during pregnancy. This proposal to murder the child in the 
womb is a cowardly proposal, and is in keeping with the present 
British law of attacking the person least able to defend itself: 
the child. Moreover, the proposal would require to be carried 
out as often as the woman became pregnant and insane. 
Clouston's proposal, to be complete, should also include murder- 
ing all infants where the mother has become insane after her 
confinement. My proposal is to kill neither the mothers nor the 
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infants, but to make it impossible for the woman to conceive. I 
ask : Which is the more humane proposal ? 

The seventh alternative is, making it illegal for anyone to 
marry until they produce a certificate of good mental and 
physical health. Although I have put forward this proposal as 
necessary, it would not meet the present conditions unless it were 
associated with sterilization. We must recollect that a great 
many infants are begotten and born out of wedlock. During the 
years 1892 to 1902 no less than 425,958 children were registered 
in England as illegitimate births. 

The eighth, and last, alternative to sterilization is the plan 
adopted by some American states, where it is illegal for certain 
degenerates to' marry or to be joined in marriage by a cleric or 
registrar. I have tried to find out if any convictions have taken 
place under these laws, and have failed to find any record. How 
could we ? Is not the insane person free from punishment for his 
or her actions? The law of non-responsibility comes in and 
applies to lunatics, idiots, imbeciles, feeble-minded — in fact, to 
all likely to beget degenerate offsprings; and if we refuse such 
persons marriage, they will live in concubinage or prostitution. 
It is, no doubt, an appalling and humiliating fact, as shown 
by the 1901 census returns, that on one day in the United King- 
dom there were 60,721 idiots, imbeciles, and feeble-minded, 
and of the number 18,900 were married or widowed. Here we 
have — under clerical blessing — a veritable manufactory for 
degenerates. Would not even a breeder of pigs sneer at intelli- 
gent beings for permitting so gross and indecent a system ? The 
same census also' shows that of 117,274 lunatics, 46,800 were 
married or widowed. Therefore it appears proven that on one 
day we had 65,700 married and widowed idiots, imbeciles, feeble- 
minded, and lunatics, all encouraged by us in fouling the stream 
of human happiness and in adding to the grand total of insanity, 
disease, remorse, pain, and increased taxation. And yet we 
physicians wish to be looked upon as a class of educated men, 
working for the health and welfare of a nation. 

We must recollect that it is not only the married degenerates 
who beget. Dr. Craddock has referred to> the disgusting case 
where a half-idiot left the ayslum to be married, and who gave 
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birth to nine idiot children in a few years. Mr. Bagnall, local 
government board inspector, has called attention to' a woeful 
state of affairs where, in Yorkshire, five unmarried and feeble- 
minded females had been confined of no less than fifteen children. 
And yet the medical profession stands still, and foolishly cries 
"Crank \" at anyone who attempts to rectify these disgusting con- 
ditions. I would seriously ask physicians to' remember that the 
hand that wrecks the cradle wrecks the nation, and that it is their 
duty to call the attention of the public to the present conditions. 

To what goal will a policy of inaction and drift lead us? 
The legacy of degeneracy which has been handed down to us, 
and which we are wilfully preparing for the next generation, is 
too vast, to deep, and too far-reaching to be met by mere plati- 
tudes and mere palliations. Society has an insane fashion of 
stating that because it has built large asylums and spent large 
sums of money upon degenerates, all that can be done has been 
done. Unless we adopt the cowardly idea that the existing con- 
ditions are beyond our control, and that all that can be done has 
been done, we should recognize that anyone who brings forward 
a new proposal deserves an attentive and honest hearing. For- 
tunately, surgery comes to our aid. At present the diseased 
ovaries, tubes, uteri, and testes are removed when these organs 
are diseased. Last year over 2,000 women were so sterilized in 
the hospitals of the United Kingdom. No one objects. Next, 
surgery has taken a second step forward by removing healthy 
ovaries because some neighboring organ is diseased, because of 
deformed pelvis, caesarean section, ovarian hernia, mollites 
osseum, and enlarged prostrate. Here, again, no one objects. I 
now ask that surgery take a third and chief step forward, and 
that, as we agree to operate for physical diseases, we shall agree 
to perform a trivial operation which will tend greatly to lessen 
and prevent mental degeneracy. Breeding from degenerates 
must fail. It is Carlyle who cheers all pioneers of thought by 
saying: "The strong thing is the just thing." 

For the above and many other reasons I would earnestly 
ask all sociologists, and all those engaged in the care and pre- 
vention of mental degeneracy, to give a patient consideration to 
the proposal now laid before you. 



